The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the communication proficiency of the Cost and Management (CMA) students and to assess whether the studying of the subject,, "Communication Skills", is having any positive influence on students' skills development. The research design for this paper was descriptive, quantitative and cross-sectional. The target population was 556 CMA students. A census survey was conducted. Findings, which were analysed with the aid of descriptive statistics, indicate a significant correlation between skills in English proficiency and better grades in CMA. This paper recommends the implementation of a screening mechanism and the provision for the acquisition of communication skills for first-year university students.
Introduction
Good communication skills are an important element for success to university students in the Cost and Management Accounting (CMA) course. Communication is a process where information is directed by the sender to the receiver, the message is decoded by the receiver, and the feedback is returned to the sender (Shannon, 1948: 381) . The essential aspect of communication is feedback. Management accounting requires a high volume of problem solving and decision making by CMA students who should be competent in English, have good communication skills and be critical thinkers. The skills required by students to be critical thinkers include observation, interpretation of theory and analysis of problems, inference evaluation and explanation (Kurland, 2000) . The superficial approach presently engaged by students may not suffice as the most appropriate approach for studying the CMA course. Pickworth (2001: 140) indicates that the deep approach to learning produces the best quality graduates who become great leaders of tomorrow and provide manpower to enhance the country's economic and social development. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to evaluate the communication proficiency of CMA students and assess whether communication skills are affecting positively on students who are lacking these skills. The remainder of this paper constitutes the literature review, research methodology, research findings, conclusion and recommendations. The literature review focuses on language proficiency, literary skills and critical thinking skills. The research design of this paper is descriptive, quantitative and cross-sectional in nature. Research findings are presented in the form of descriptive statistics. The conclusion and recommendations highlight the major implications of the paper. It is envisaged that the findings of this paper will bear relevance to other universities, particularly in developing countries, and serve as a basis for further discussion and debate.
Significance of Study:
The field of accounting is broadly quantitative in nature, but management accounting, is more qualitative in nature. At the university, all examination papers are set and answered in English, although many South African students in higher education regard English as their second language. Therefore, these students are disadvantaged from obtaining good examination results. Vinke and Jochems (1993: 284) indicate that, if the level of English proficiency is low, then it becomes more important in defining academic achievements. They suggest that a better command of the English language increases the chance of being academically successful.
but is looking at a hundred per cent of the words in a text passage in sequential order and concurrently understanding all the thoughts enclosed in the passage (Carver, 1978: 117) .
Critical Thinking Skills:
The curriculum of CMA requires inference learning due to the high volume of problem solving and decision-making. Inference is the reasoning involved in forming conclusions and making logical judgments based on circumstantial evidence and prior conclusions rather than based on direct observation (Princeton word-net, 2010) .Critical thinking involves an intellectually disciplined process and the application of a combination of abilities by the student. According to Kurland (2000) , these abilities may include, but are not limited to, rationality, self-awareness, discipline and judgment.
Student Perception:
The common perception among students who are interested in pursuing careers in accounting is that they feel that being good with numbers means that they do not have to be good with communication and language (Ameen, Bruns and Jackson, 2010: 63) . They believe that entering the accounting environment only requires technical rather than communication skills. To succeed in the accounting profession, it is pivotal to have a combination of both skills. Lin, Grace, Krishnan and Gilsdorf (2010: 64) believe that students view communication as a non-accounting prerequisite rather than an essential part of the accounting curriculum. Students with language deficiencies, and second language students with the perception that studying accounting, especially CMA, does not require communication skills, will undertake the course for all the wrong reasons and struggle with the curriculum. Even if these students succeed academically, there are wider negative implications like unemployability (Graham, Hampton and Willett, 2009 ).
Communication by Accounting Professionals:
Research confirms that accounting professionals and educators believe that oral and written communication is pivotal for the success in the accounting profession. Wessels (2005: 91) stresses that communication and problem-solving skills are of vital importance by professional accountancy bodies. Newly appointed graduates with poor communication skills can lead to an unproductive labour force, ineffective control, poor co-ordination and, ultimately, management failure. The problem stems from different personal backgrounds and different types of education. Ninety one percent of all accounting professionals indicate that oral communication skills are essential in new graduates and 74.5% indicate that the new graduates seldom had the required skills (Gray, 2010: 51) .
School Location and Social Factors:
A large number of schools in rural areas are dysfunctional and some of these schools have dilapidated classrooms, which cater for multiple grade levels (Perumal, 2009: 38) . In the rural environment, where poverty is widespread and HIV/AIDS is rife, these dysfunctional schools become defined by the absence or non-existence of meaningful teaching and learning (Mitchell, Dillon, Wilson, Pithouse, Islam, O'Connor, Rudd, Staniforth and Cole, 2010: 47) . The following are some of the issues that undermine the very purpose by which schools justify their existence.
Location of schools:
Research indicates that there is a correlation between the location of schools and academic performance of students, especially when the medium of instruction is English. Pantages and Creedon (1978: 60) indicate that high dropout rates at tertiary institutions were associated with students from rural areas and small towns. Spady (1971: 41) carried out a stepwise study on the dropouts from higher education and reveals that rural and small towns are contributing factors to dropout rates. Students from rural areas feel alienated and lack social interaction, leading to the dropout rates.
Resources: Perumal's (2009: 38) research on inclusive education in South Africa reports that rural schools were dysfunctional and lacked the resources to properly operate as learning centres. The researcher also indicates that teachers taught multiple grade levels and mindless rote learning that confused, rather than intellectually stimulated, the students. The large class sizes and lack of training to teach multiple grades have led to teacher frustration, which exacerbated the problem (Brown, 2010: 206) .
Rote Learning: There is also a growing concern about the falling standards among students at tertiary levels in South Africa due to the level of competence at the English language because most of these students come from rural backgrounds and the teachers are not properly trained to teach English (Tshothsho, 2006: 1& 219) . Most of these rural teachers have a three-year teacher certificate with no postgraduate qualifications (Phurutse, 2003: 6) . The types of training that most African teachers have received are transferred onto the students by encouraging rote learning.
Social Influences:
Children that go hungry to school are not going to concentrate on what the teacher is communicating and explaining. Rural schoolchildren have to travel long distances to school and, when they arrive, they are too tired to concentrate on learning. They will have to travel back home and it will be difficult to reflect on what was done in school for that day. Matlala's (2005: 33) research into barriers affecting achievement with first year students found that, overall, more rural students experienced difficulties than urban students and indicated that 67% of rural students had difficulties with their studies compared to 55% of urban students. Rural schools are also confronted with issues of poverty, HIV and Aids, which have an impact on student performance.
Rural Students Skills:
Urban students start reading and writing at an earlier age as compared to rural students and this could have an impact on their academic results at tertiary levels (Banda, 2003: 118) . Since rural school students start at a much later stage with literacy skills, they may perceive that the lecturer, at the tertiary level, is communicating too fast for them to digest the information, yet this may not be an issue for English First Language or urban students. Souter, Archer and Rochford (1992: 33) , who carried out a study at a rural institution in 1987 and 1988 on 52 first-year English second language students, found that inference is crucial to reading. Therefore, an inadequate performance in inference of most students is a cause for concern.
Role of Gender: Cognitive learning styles affect various learners differently. The different genders have their own unique cognitive learning styles. Therefore, the compatibility or incompatibility between their preferred thinking and reasoning capabilities are more likely to affect understanding and ultimately their academic performance (Bosire, Mondoh and Barmao, 2008: 597) .Male students have a tendency to take more risk during examination conditions than female students. Accounting was known as a male dominated profession previously and this could explain why males were more successful academically but, over the years, females have made huge inroads into the male dominated profession (Lanier and Tanner, 1999: 76) . Several studies have found that male students were outperforming their female counterparts. A study by Blaylock and Lacewell (2008: 59) , into assessing prerequisites as a measure of success, found that the inclusion of gender to be the model of best fit when determining student performance in accounting. There is also literature to suggest and support that female students perform better academically than their male counterparts. Quality Learning Versus Superficial Learning: Accounting, in general, is basically quantitative in nature, but management accounting, although a division of this broad knowledge, is qualitative in nature. The qualitative aspect of management accounting is further amplified by the Chartered (CIMA) which defines management accounting as "the process of identification, measurement, accumulation, analysis, preparation, interpretation and communication of information (both financial and operating) used by management to plan, evaluate and control within an entity and to assure appropriate use of and accountability for its resources"(National award for management accounting, 2010).Learners should be able to read, interpret and analyse questions. Quality learning can be achieved by good communication skills and deep approach to learning. Pickworth (2001: 140) believes that a deep achieving approach to learning is regarded as the most adaptive approach for quality learning.
Methodology
Target Population: This study was conducted within a quantitative paradigm.The target population selected for investigation included all CMA students enrolled at a South African university in 2007 and 2012. The data was obtained from the university's computer system known as the Integrated Tertiary Software (ITS). It was essential to get the perception of both the former and present students on the subject communication to note any correlation between the two groups of students.
Sample Design: Since a census survey involves collecting quantitative information about members in a population, it often results in an adequate number of respondents to have a high degree of statistical confidence (Welman, Kruger and Mitchell, 2005: 6-9) . The census survey was, therefore, considered more appropriate to the study.
Questionnaire Design: The questionnaire was formulated by using closed-ended questions. The questionnaire was pre-tested before it was used to collect the information in order to establish if the content and sequencing of questions were correct. Any amendments that needed to be made were done before the research was piloted. It was necessary to include questions that were presented in the mid-year main and year-end main examinations of 2009 in the study and to ascertain student performance in the interpretation and analysis of information given in the examination papers with regard to communication skills. The following questions, with mark allocations, were presented in the mid-year main and year-end main examinations of 2009.
Mid-Year Main Examination 2009
 Question 1: Describe activity based budgeting. Data Analysis: All data with regard to the list of students registered in 2007, their Grade 12 examination results, list of students qualifying for the Diploma, gender, race and last school attended were included on an excel spread sheet. The information was verified with the manual copies of matric certificates and statement of results obtained from Alchemy. This was done to ensure that the information obtained through the ITS system, which is subject to errors due to human data input, was accurate.All missing data were updated on the excel spreadsheet. Students' academic results were also entered into the excel spreadsheet. The data and questionnaires were analysed using the Predictive Analytic Software (PASW) Statistics version 18.0. The results were presented in the form of pie, column and bar graphs, cross tabulations and figures. The Cronbach Alpha coefficient was calculated, and Pearson Chi-Square tests and Paired Sample tests were conducted.
Research Findings and Analysis
Overall Analysis of the 2007 Student Cohort: Students, who graduated within the three-year period as required by the duration of the instructional programme, were categorised by gender into English first language (EFL) and English second language (ESL) students. The grades on the qualitative questions of students who graduated and the graduates' qualification averages were also included to satisfy the objectives of the study.
Students' Graduation Rates According to Language: Graduation rates were included to ascertain the academic performance of students at DUT who matriculated with English as either first or second language. The total number of students that graduated within the three-year academic period was 57 students from the 204 students that were enrolled in 2007. The overall graduation rate was 28%. Figure 1 illustrates the percentages of students who graduated according to language. There were 20 EFL students qualifying for graduation within the required three-year period. According to gender representation, there were 21.05% female and 14.04% male students graduating. A total number of 37 ESL students graduated within the three-year period. There were 29.82% of ESL female and 35.09% of ESL male students that qualified for graduation. There was little difference between the genders and pass rate for the first and second language students. According to Figure 2 , the total percentages of EFL and ESL students graduated within the three-year period, irrespective of gender, were27.03percentage and 28.91%, respectively. Overall, there was no significant correlation between the graduation rate of first and second language students.
Mid-Year Main and Year-End Main Examination Papers:
A benchmark of 50% was used to categorise the students' academic performance of the qualitative questions that appeared in the 2009 examination. Students, who obtained 50% and over in the final mark for each question, were classified as high achievers, and students, who obtained below 50%, were classified as low achievers. The student performance was further classified according to gender, EFL and ESL students. A total of five questions were chosen from both the Mid-Year Main and Year-End Main Examinations. Academic performance on three of the five questions was very poor by both genders. Figure 3 illustrates the percentages of female students that achieved a 50% and over aggregate for Question 1 (3%), Question 2 (28%), Question 3 (76%), Question 4 (55%) and Question 5 (79%). The percentages of male students that achieved a 50% and over aggregate were as follows: Question1 (0%); Question 2 (18%); Question 3 (75%); Question 4 (32%); and Question 5 (71%). The mean scores for both female and male students were 48% and 39%, respectively. As illustrated in Figure 4 , EFL students performed relatively well in Questions 1, 4 and 5 as compared to the ESL students who achieved better results in Questions 2 and 3 in the High Achievers' category. The results achieved by the EFL students for Question 1 = 5%, Question 2 = 15%, Question 3 = 75%, Question 4 = 55% and Question 5 = 80%. The results for the ESL students were Question 1 = 0%, Question 2 = 27%, Question 3 = 78%, Question 4 = 38% and Question 5 = 73%. The mean scores for the five questions achieved by the EFL and ESL students were 46% and 43%, respectively. EFL students performed moderately better with an advantage of 3% difference in the mean score compared to the ESL students.
Qualification Average by Language:
The graduates' total qualification average was considered to ascertain the students' overall performance in CMA. The qualification average and grade 12 English results were then classified according to EFL and ESL students and further classified according to gender. Overall Qualification Average: Figure averages of EFL and ESL students achieving a distinction or 75% & over were5% and 0%, respectively. There were more EFL students achieving better qualification averages than ESL students. The better qualification averages of EFL students are further supported by the chi-square test results in Table  1 , which shows that there is a significant relationship between the qualification grade point average and the first language matric symbol.
Student Graduation According to Urbanisation: According to Figure 6 , the percentages of urban and rural students that graduated were 55% and 45%, respectively. The overall graduation rate of students who attended urban schools was greater. It seems that students that were attending urban schools were better prepared for tertiary education. Table 2 summaries the perception of respondents in terms of them being classified as first or second language users of English. Both the EFL and ESL respondents with a majority of 48% and 53%, respectively, acknowledged that the English language affected them in obtaining better grades in CMA. Both the EFL and ESL respondents, with a majority of 65% each, indicated that the lecturers in CMA were unaware of their poor understanding of the English language. A 61% majority of both groups also indicated that the poor understanding of English was not considered by their lecturers in preparation of lectures and examinations. Over 50% of the respondents believed that their grades were affected by their low knowledge levels in English. Table 3 indicates the perception on communication skills of the respondents being classified as first or second language users of English. Both EFL and ESL users acknowledged that communication skills were important. Second language users have a slightly higher agreement value than the first language users for the majority of the statements. The higher agreement value of the ESL users could be attributed to the difficulties experienced by them in an environment where the majority of the speakers are English and English is also a globally recognised language. 
Conclusion
The research was conducted due to poor academic performance by students in the CMA programme at a South African university. It seems that an inadequate knowledge of the English Language is one of the contributing factors to the low success rate of students graduating for the course. This study established that communication skills were one of the important elements in the success of students in the CMA programme. The inquisition into the problem revealed that, irrespective of EFL or ESL differences, students with good communication skills or a good grade 12 English Language symbol enhanced their opportunities of being successful in the CMA programme. The study also provided sufficient evidence testifying that a greater proportion of enrolled students do not have the necessary communication skills to answer qualitative type questions that appeared in the 2009 examinations. Gender and the location of schools also played a role in the academic performance of students. The overall performance of female students was slightly better than their male counterparts. EFL female students demonstrated much better academic performance than the EFL male students did. The globalisation of commerce and industry has made reaction time by decision makers more important than ever before. This study postulates the essence of communication skills to assist students of management accounting to become sound decision makers.
Recommendations: Based on the research findings, the following suggestions are made to enhance students' academic performance.
Implementation of a Universal Screening Method:
The Department of management accounting is currently offering two programmes, one for the mainstream students and the other is a four-year Extended Curriculum Programme for students who do not meet the criteria for the mainstream programme. It is advisable for the department to apply a universal screening method in combination with the grade 12 or matric results. Standardized Assessment Tests for Access and Placement (SATAP), or any other recognised test, should be employed as a universal screening method to assess the student's competency in the English Language and/or any other subject that is deemed essential in the CMA curriculum, after admission, but before registration.
Ranking of Students:
Students should be ranked after applying the universal screening method according to the outcome of the test results. The placement of the student on either the mainstream or the four-year extended programmes will depend on the ranking and, thereafter, registration can take place.
Duration of the Communication Skills Programme:
It is further suggested that the extended programme should make provision to include an additional semester to the duration of the subject Communication Skills to meet the needs of the students who are lacking the necessary skills to equip these students with the appropriate levels of the English language. Communication skills are also an integral part of CMA and, therefore, one semester is not sufficient to meet the students' needs.
Course Specific Structure: The subject Communication Skills should not be just a universal generic course that is offered by all degrees and diplomas.Cost and management accountants prepare numerous reports. Some reports will focus on the efficiency of managers and how the business units have performed by comparing actual results to benchmarks. There are other reports that entail timely, frequent updates on key indicators. Analytical reports are needed to investigate specific problems such as a decline in the profitability of a product line and sales. Financial accounting, in contrast to CMA, is focused on producing a limited set of specific prescribed annual and quarterly financial statements in accordance with Generally Accepted Accounting Principles. As illustrated, the CMA profession requires a lot more report writing in contrast to financial accounting. Therefore, the prerequisites of Communication Skills of each qualification will differ and entail different skills from students that are enrolled for the different degrees and diplomas. Communication Skills should, therefore, be one that is tailored and applied to suit the needs of each degree or diploma structure.
